Authentic Assessment in the Literature Classroom
Michelle Walker hen I stopped focusing on me and my methods and started observing students and their learning, I saw a gap yawning between us-between what I did as a language teacher and what they did as language learners" (Nancie Atwell, 1987, In the Middle: Writing, Reading, and Learning with Adolescents, Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook, 4) . This important realization Nancie Atwell made about her teaching and her students' learning was one that had occurred to me in connection with my own experience with junior high students. Unfortunately, though, that realization had not carried over into my high school teaching when three years ago my colleague Melinda Putz and I were faced with creating a year-long course required for eleventh graders.
CREATING A NEW COURSE
Our charge was to integrate writing, speaking, listening, reading, and literature, which previously had been isolated in semester offerings; but as we blissfully began, we didn't know that the traditional, non-student-centered course we were designing would fall flat. We hadn't yet plunged into that "yawning gap" as we decided to use the American literature previously taught in an elective, college-prep course, American Thought and Language. This course was essentially a rapid survey of American literature from the colonial to the contemporary period-if we could get there in twenty weeks.
We did know that to create a class for all levels of learners, including some mainstreamed special education students, we would have to choose a new text and approach the reading/literature, writing, speaking, and listening components in radically different ways than we had with our honors students. But the breadth of the changes we would have to make was not yet clear.
Because literature offered to students in English 7-10 in our school is arranged by theme or genre and because we wanted to give our juniors a sense of their heritagetheir place in American thought and history-we decided to retain the chronological approach. Also, these juniors take a required American history course, and we hoped to mesh English 11 as much as possible with that course.
We chose our text carefully by using a readability formula and examining the length, variety, and multicultural representativeness of selections, as well as the levels of questions, graphics, visual artwork, learning resources, and presentation of material.
We were all set-or so we thought.
THE FIRST TEST
We began the semester with Native American and colonial literature. Students wrote reading responses, and we held class discussions. We thought everyone understood. We wrote what we thought was a fair test, which included some multiple choice and short answer questions created by the publisher and some short essay questions we had written ourselves. We gave the test.
What happened? Miserable results. We decided we must have lost our students somewhere between "The Walum Olum" of the Delawares and "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God." Even our best students didn't earn their accustomed As. What were we going to do? What we did was back up and see where we had left our students; and thus began the long, sometimes painful journey to rethink what we want students to gain from English 11 and what our roles in their learning process should be.
RETHINKING METHODS AND GOALS
As we revisited our methods in dealing with this first unit of literature, we found that even though we were "covering" all the material, we were telling students what we thought they should know, and they saw little connection between the readings and their own lives. Often the students had gotten something out of the texts, but either it wasn't what the multiple choice questions
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were asking, or they couldn't understand the question being asked.
At this point, we discussed what exactly we wanted students to gain from their exploration of their country' s literature, and we decided what we wanted above all was for them to engage with the literature and to make their own meanings from the text, not relying on the teacher as the voice from above who passes on the definitive interpretation of a work. We wanted students to value reading and writing and to feel motivated to work on oral and written communication skills in the context of literature. We wanted them to develop their critical thinking skills and to make connections between the ideas, concerns, and themes of various periods. We weren't interested in students memorizing discrete facts or dates. In essence, we were viewing our study of American literature holistically and personally.
Once we decided what our goals were, we knew that that first test we'd given didn't reflect what we really wanted students to gain from their exploration of the literature. Thus we broadened our definition of test and began to design non-traditional assessments of various kinds for each major unit.
BALANCING CONTROL
After some experimentation, over the past two years, we have been trying various ways to strike a balance between total teacher control and total student control, to create a third space where powerful moments can happen as we explore our nation' s literature. We experiment with ways to help students connect their own stories with those they read, and we are working continually to make this course theirs-not ours.
We limit ourselves to choosing two pieces in each unit to read, respond to, and discuss together as a class (sometimes three if we just can't help ourselves). Our criteria for teacher choice are pieces we're pretty sure students wouldn't choose themselves, ones with which they would have too much difficulty and frustration tackling without assistance, or pieces we feel reflect an important concept, concern, style, etc., of a particular period. After spending perhaps a week or less on our choices, we send students back to the remaining pieces from that period, usually asking them to read three more of their choice. (If we had more time and energy, we would bring in more supplementary texts, although we do try to include some already.) Both whole-class and individual pieces begin with personal response, and our methods of assessment (large and small) focus on the connection between the student, the literature, and life in general.
ASSESSING IN ALTERNATIVE WAYS
Following are some of the ways we have tried to assess students' growth and learning in alternative, more authentic ways than traditional paper and pencil tests.
Research Projects
Since our students are almost exclusively white and largely rural with little exposure to other cultures in American society (even though we have a large Chippewa population just 25 miles north of Ithaca), we begin our year with a research project. The project provides an immersion of sorts into the pre-colonial culture of six Native American tribes (the Delaware, Navajo, Iroquois, Pima, Chippewa, and Teton Sioux) from which we have literature selections in our text (Literature: The American Experience, 1994, Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall).
Students form groups and research a particular tribe, collecting information on ancestors (early migration to the Americas), society/culture (means of subsistence, housing, government, rituals, art, etc.), experience with the "white man," relations with other tribes, and other information of interest to them. After researching for a couple of days, the groups decide how to combine their individual material into a group presentation that will paint a picture of the tribe for the rest of the class. The rest of the class has only read the pieces of literature in preparation for discussing them with the "expert" group as leaders.
Formats for presentations have included game/quiz shows, panel discussions, interview shows, and skits. One group researching the Pimas began its skit with a solo and chorus chant of a section of their tribe' s poem "From the Houses of Magic." They then had an explorer arrive at camp and ask questions about the tribe' s way of life and history as a way for the students to present the information they had learned.
As teachers, we provide a project information sheet, forms for a dialectic research log, a presentation note-taking sheet on which the audience records important facts about the tribes and impressions about the literature (e.g., literary characteristics and memorable words, phrases, and images), and a self/group evaluation form for students to assess their own work before we evaluate.
Advertising Flyers
Following this look at the first Americans' literature and culture, we read pieces from the rest of the "New Land" section, which includes explorer journals and Puritan literature. The unit assessment is the creation of a New World flyer and persuasive speech, the purpose of which is to "sell" the New World to seventeenth-century Europeans. A creative twist some students have chosen with success is to persuade inhabitants of the Old World to stay home and not venture into the colonies.
Newspapers
Upon the completion of our second unit on Revolutionary literature, we ask students to create a newspaper that demonstrates their understanding of literary pieces read. The newspaper may be single or multiple pages and must contain five articles, each based on a different piece of literature and handled in different ways as news, feature, opinion/editorial articles, factoids or advertising, and each including five quotations from the piece of literature.
We do mini-lessons on various kinds of articles found in newspapers and provide numerous examples from real papers as models. Although we don't expect students, most of whom have not worked on the school newspaper or yearbook staffs, to exhibit perfect journalistic style in their writing, we are always pleased to see the quality and creativity that, armed with the evaluation rubric, they can muster for this assignment.
Students have citizens speak out on the question "What is an American?" with quotations from J. Hector St. Jean DeCrevecoeur' s Letters from an American Farmer, use these quotations from the same piece as the basis of a horoscope, or review DeCrevecoeur' s book in a column entitled "Letters from Who?" They write obituaries for Olauda Equiano and include information about his experience on a slave ship or write a news story, reporting the conditions Equiano and other slaves endured. They construct Top Ten lists based, for example, on the Declaration of Independence ("Top Ten Reasons We Declared Independence") or a "Dear Abby" column drawing on Abigail Adams' "Letter to Her Daughter from the New White House."
The Transcendental Change Plan
Half the assessment for the "Growing Nation/New England Renaissance" unitthe other half is an in-class essay on Romanticism-is a new project we tried last year, the Transcendental Change Plan. After studying excerpts from Ralph Waldo Emerson' s "Nature" and "Self-Reliance" and from Henry David Thoreau' s Walden and "Civil Disobedience," students write a plan to change some school, local, state, national, or world problem about which they care deeply in some way.
As part of the plan, students:
1. describe the problem in at least 50 words, including why they feel it is significant; 2. propose a specific solution to the problem in one to three sentences; 3. list three print and/or human resources that would give useful information for designing and implementing the plan, explaining why each would be helpful; 4. list in complete statements at least five specific steps they would take to implement the plan in the order the tasks should be accomplished; and 5. write an explanation of at least 100 words to tell how Emerson and/or Thoreau would view their proposed plan, basing their explanation on what they know about Transcendentalism from the readings and citing at least two supporting quotes.
Topics of interest to our students and their resulting plans ran the gamut from the most narrow and particular ones related to the school community to national and international issues. A few examples of proposal ideas are: more recognition and pep assemblies for female athletes (this suggestion from a male athlete); creation of a fairer system for choosing student representatives for special activities; an earlier legal driving age for rural students; the use of cold fusion nuclear power for electricity.
In addition to the required parts of the project, we also offer extra credit if students can provide proof that they have taken steps to put their plan into action. One student submitted as evidence a letter she wrote and intended to send to Michigan Governor John Engler, expressing her views on the issue of assisted suicide, and another student provided a note from the principal to show
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she had talked with him about her plan for making the athletic letters females receive as large as the ones males have always earned. Her idea was accepted, and real change occurred in our school as a result of this assignment.
Thematic Mobile A book report my daughter did in fifth grade gave me the idea for the assessment tool Melinda Putz and I use for Civil War era literature: the thematic mobile. For this project students think about how pieces they have read by Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson and other works related to the Civil War and concerns about oppression (an excerpt from Mary Chestnut's Civil War, Robert E. Lee' s "Letter to His Son," "The Gettysburg Address," Chief Joseph' s "I Will Fight No More Forever" speech, an excerpt from Frederick Douglass' My Bondage and My Freedom, and two spirituals) could be related thematically. Students create a slogan (e.g., "Webs of Time-Life Awaiting Death," "Sight and Insight," "America, the Beating Heart") or a symbol (e.g., a profile of a head with inset brain to symbolize inner consciousness, a map of the world to show a world context for American issues) as a way to unify the pieces of literature.
This slogan or symbol serves as the top of the mobile from which hang four separate parts: Dickinson, Whitman, Civil War pieces, and pieces dealing with oppression. Each part must list the author and title(s) of works read, three quotations from the literature that relate to the theme, and some visual component (color, shape, cut-out pictures, drawings, photos, and objects) that fit the pieces and the mobile' s unifying idea. In addition, the student writes an accompanying explanation to tell what the slogan/symbol means, why he or she chose this as a way to unify the literature read, how it fits the time period, and how the quotations and visuals fit the theme. Evaluation is based on creativity, unity of elements, and completeness.
Final Exam
To complete their journey through the history of American literature, Melinda and I have created a final exam that is also an alternative to more traditional testing, and which is in keeping with the work we've been doing with students all year. We use a thematic time line that traces a common idea through all the major periods of American literature. The time line must include the theme, dates and names of each period, the authors and titles of two works of literature that depict the theme in a particular period, one quotation from each piece that relates to the theme, and an illustration for each period. In addition to creating the time line, students present their work in a five-minute presentation.
To prepare for this, we talk with students about:
1. how to prepare an introduction that grabs attention and explains why they chose a particular theme and why it is important, and that perhaps introduces the major approaches to the theme they will discuss in the speech; 2. how to construct a body that tells generally how the theme is expressed in the two chosen works for each period and, if possible, how the historical events of the period might have influenced the writers to deal with the theme in the manner they did; and 3. how to conclude effectively to put full closure on the theme they are trying to develop. We find this kind of assessment tool to be a very effective way to challenge students. First, it helps make connections between the various literature they have been studying all year. Second, it encourages students not to view material as isolated and something to forget as soon as the test is taken. Most importantly, all students, regardless of their ability level, can find some kind of thread, no matter how literal, to link the various pieces in the body of literature they've studied. Also, since our text provides a section in the back which groups pieces by eleven general themes (e.g., "Individuals in Society," "Values and Beliefs"), students have a place to begin in trying to construct a unifying idea for the disparate time periods and pieces; and quite a few go beyond the book' s suggested themes and create original statements.
The most interesting time line I've received had as its theme "The Evolution of the Exploring Spirit of America," and the student labeled each piece of literature according to some different slant on exploration (e.g., "exploration of creation" for early Native American literature and "exploration of experimental poetry" for e. e. cummings).
Time line formats, too, are nearly as varied as our students. Some students construct
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the typical horizontal type while others are more innovative, making booklets of different sizes, flip charts, mobiles, vertical panels, or posters to develop their chosen themes. Both the time lines themselves and what students reveal in their oral presentations about their understanding of American literature from their year-long study provide further learning for all our students and us, their teachers. This kind of final exam is much more than a test; it is a positive capstone session that brings all elements together one last time before students move on.
CONCLUSION
Has transformation of our class been pain-free? No. This has been a radical change for our students, as well as for us. Evaluation instruments such as the ones I've described here challenge our students' definition of test and consequently frustrate them. We think, however, that that' s all right because some level of frustration increases learning. To minimize the negative effects of frustration, we've built into the program a two-week "redo" period for all major projects and papers turned in on time so that learning doesn't stop even once the test is taken.
Three years ago, Melinda Putz and I believe, our students felt American literature was cold, dry, distant, and archaic-having little to do with their lives. In rethinking English 11, however, we believe we've made progress in closing the gap between our plans and the literature for the course and our students' lives. Our hope in changing the way we assess students' learning is to provide a framework, an atmosphere in which our students' internal and external worlds can mesh in some meaningful way with American literature, past and present. 
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Personal Journals as Personal Therapies
"Personal journals have become the perfect symptom of the self-centered age we live in. Tom Wolfe dubbed the 1970s the 'Me Decade,' and if the present trend continues, we can predict that the personal journal will join the panoply of other personal therapies thriving today. We forget that since Aristotle' s time, writing curricula have dealt with public forms of discourse for public purposes: writing to change minds, to take public stands, to work for needed social changes. Far too many teachers, I fear, have forgotten this and been lulled to sleep by the anesthetizing chants of the 'me chorus' in their students' spiral notebooks." John Hollowell. 1982. "Bait: We Should Abolish the Use of Personal Journals in English Classes." EJ 71.1 (Jan.): 14. 
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